288     JAMES   CLERK   MAXWELL
Owing to his understanding of the spirit of scientific
experimentation and his geometrical imagination. Maxwell
was convinced of the correctness of Faraday's conceptions,
without making any experimental electrical investigations
himself. Faraday's appreciation of Maxwell's work was
immediate. In a letter dated November 13^1, 1857, he
wrote: "I have always found that you could convey to me
a perfectly clear idea of your conclusions, which, though
they may give me no full understanding of the steps of
your process, give me the results neither above nor below
the truth, and so clear in character that I can think and
work from them."
But how was he to secure the confidence of the Airys
who found the complications of lines of force absurd in
comparison with the simplicity of action-at-a-distance?
Maxwell executed, unconsciously, one of the most dramatic
actions in the history of scientific ideas. He undertook
one of the most difficult problems in gravitational dynamics:
the investigation of the nature of Saturn's rings, and proved
they must consist of revolving clouds of tiny satellites.
Airy himself said this was one of the most remarkable
applications of mathematics to physics he had ever seen.
Maxwell had demonstrated with unquestionable brilliance
his command of action-at-a-distance conceptions, and yet
he advocated the adoption of Faraday's apparently compli-
cated ideas of lines-of-force. What could be the matter
with the man? His contemporaries were puzzled, and
assumed it was just one more of his vagaries.
His memoir on Saturn's rings greatly increased his
reputation. In this way, it proved to be of high tactical
importance in the semiconscious campaign for the capture
and reformation of Cambridge science, as it prevented the
older critics from questioning Maxwell's proficiency in
classical physics. In his investigations of colour-physics
and Saturn's rings Maxwell had qualified by taste and
manner in the school of the most conventional followers of
Newton. He used the position he had gained by this
conduct for the introduction of post-Newtonian ideas. By
his actions Maxwell showed he was one of the most superb